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PREFACE


The genesis of this book can probably be traced to a boat trip around Portsmouth Harbour during a family holiday when I was nine years old, the event that triggered my lifelong interest in the Royal Navy and naval history; so in one sense, I have been ‘researching’ the subject matter of The Naval History of Wales, consciously or subconsciously, ever since. In the shorter term, perhaps the greatest delight of writing this book has been the opportunity it has given me to explore almost the whole of Wales, rediscovering many places that I had not visited properly for years (Anglesey, for example, and the Radnorshire borderland) and discovering for the first time parts of the country that, shamefully, I had barely or never known: Flintshire, some of the South Wales valleys, and even much of the Llŷn Peninsula. It also provided me with an opportunity to visit all of the county record offices in Wales that hold significant amounts of naval material, namely those of Anglesey, Carmarthenshire, Gwynedd (Caernarfon), Denbighshire, Flintshire, Glamorgan, Pembrokeshire and West Glamorgan. My thanks to the staff of all of these, who were unfailingly helpful, and to those of the other Welsh record offices, who responded promptly to my queries and in some cases sent me photocopies of material. The national repositories provided a huge amount of material for this book, and their staffs generally provided an excellent service. These were the National Library of Wales, Aberystwyth; the National Archives, Kew; the British Library; the Imperial War Museum; the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich; and two institutions whose inclusion in a book of Welsh history may raise an eyebrow or two, namely the National Archives and the National Library of Scotland. My experience, and the valuable discoveries I made in those repositories, should act as a corrective to the assumption, still sometimes encountered in Wales, that the history of the country can be written without venturing across the border, or even beyond one’s local library or record office.


One thing that became strikingly apparent to me when writing this book is that almost every community in Wales has a naval hero, even if s/he is sometimes an unsung one; almost every community in Wales has its naval story. Regrettably but inevitably, it has not been possible to include every one of these in a narrative of finite length, and I can only apologise for what some might regard as unforgivable omissions or for a comparative lack of ‘column inches’ devoted to their particular local hero. Fortunately, several Welsh museums are particularly attentive to their local naval history. Particular thanks to Sue Baldwin of Tenby Museum, who put its marvellous collection of photographs at my disposal, and to Eric Anthony, Brian Jones and Gareth Williams of Holyhead Maritime Museum, who made me welcome and gave me free rein, even though the museum was officially closed that day!


In writing this book, I have incurred a great many debts of gratitude. Lieutenant-Commander Lawrie Phillips, the editor of the splendid The Royal Navy Day by Day, was willing to share with me his unrivalled knowledge of Pembroke Dock and commented upon my chapter on the dockyard’s history. Others who provided useful information, ideas or support, or who commented on drafts of particular sections, included Professor Huw Bowen, Alexandra Churchill, Dr James Davey, Dr Reg Davies, Martin Gant, Steven Gray, John Harland, David James, David Jenkins, Lyn John, Professor Andrew Lambert, Dr Peter Le Fevre, Captain John Lowe, Sam McLean, Dr Mark Mathews, Professor Steve Murdoch, Alan Phillips, Phil & Rachael Read, Dr Duncan Redford, Inger Sheil, Mrs Ceinwen Williams and Dr Sam Willis. Thanks also to Jo de Vries, my editor at The History Press, for her help in bringing the book to fruition. Finally, as always my biggest thank you is to my partner Wendy, who put up with my frequent disappearances to distant corners of Wales and provided constant encouragement and support.


At 11 a.m. on Sunday 11 November 2012, when I was putting the finishing touches to this book, I stood at the war memorial at Aberdaron on the Llŷn Peninsula and observed the two minute silence. The tide lapped gently on the beach just behind me. It was both idyllic and moving; but as I paid my respects, and remembered in particular all those who had given their lives in naval service, I was also saddened by the fact that I was entirely alone. Or, perhaps, not quite alone: a few yards away, at the edge of the churchyard nearest to the sea, stands the grave of an unknown sailor of the Great War lost on 13 December 1917 when HMS Stephen Furness, an armed boarding steamer, was sunk in the Irish Sea. Unlike the vast majority of headstones erected by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, which are usually of Portland stone, this one is of Welsh slate. It was undoubtedly a particularly appropriate place to end the journey that led to the writing of this book, and to remember all those whose service, and, in many cases, sacrifice, The Naval History of Wales commemorates. Cofiwch.


David Davies


Bedfordshire


30 November 2012


The original edition of this book was published in 2013 as Britannia’s Dragon: A Naval History of Wales. This new version takes account of sources discovered, and books and articles published, since 2013 (notably Wales and the Sea: 10,000 Years of Welsh Maritime History (Talybont, 2019), published by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales), includes new material omitted from the original, and covers developments between 2013 and 2023. I am particularly grateful to Huw Williams for his comments and suggestions and to Peter Schofield for generously sharing his information about ‘Warship Weeks’.


David Davies


Bedfordshire


1 August 2023





A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY AND CONVENTIONS


Wales is officially a bilingual country, and its native language is one of the oldest in Europe. These two facts create a minefield for any author who ventures into the field of Welsh history, one of the principal dilemmas being – Welsh names or English? In one sense, my response to this dilemma is rooted in my family history: Welsh-speaking mother from a wholly Welsh background, monoglot English-speaking father with a mother from Worcestershire. Consequently, I make no apologies for adopting a strategy that some might find idiosyncratic. As this book is written in English, and likely to be read primarily by an English-speaking audience, I have used the accepted English versions of most place names: so Cardiff not Caerdydd, Fishguard not Abergwaun. I have preferred to use the historic pre-1974 county names rather than those of the bewildering array of petty fiefdoms that succeeded them, so Anglesey rather than Ynys Môn, Pontypridd located in Glamorgan rather than the county borough of Rhondda Cynon Taf, and Breconshire preferred to both the archaic Brecknockshire and the modern Powys. On the other hand, if the Welsh version is so close to the English as to be referring unambiguously to the same place, then I have preferred the former: hence Caernarfon rather than the various anglicised spellings, Llansteffan not Llanstephan, Rivers Tywi and Dyfi rather than Towy and Dovey, and Owain Glyndŵr rather than the Shakespearean version. But ship names have been retained as the British Admiralty coined and recorded them – so HMS Fisgard, Carnarvon and Owen Glendower, the last of which is perhaps the best possible proof that the Royal Navy, y Llynges Frenhinol, was not the imperialist, anti-Welsh institution that some have at times assumed it to be.i Throughout, I have attempted to use the form of a name that is most likely to be instantly recognisable to the greatest number of readers, as well as being the one used most frequently in the source material to which this book refers. Throughout, my final criterion has been to adopt the version of a name with which I feel most comfortable. I am entirely prepared for any brickbats that might come my way as a result from certain bastions of the Welsh language, yr hen iaith!


Otherwise, I have followed the usual conventions for a book of this kind; in particular, dates prior to 1752 are given according to the Julian Calendar, which by then differed by eleven days from the newer Gregorian Calendar followed in most of Europe.





_________


i    The frigate HMS Owen Glendower served between 1808 and 1884, while HMS Glendower, minus the ‘Owen’, was a major naval training base at Pwllheli during the Second World War. My point is that even today, it seems inconceivable that, say, the French or Spanish navies would ever name warships or important shore establishments after the leaders of failed Breton, Corsican, Basque or Catalan independence movements; even the United States Navy, which has had no difficulty in naming warships Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson, has baulked at naming one after Confederate President Jefferson Davis, the great-grandson of a Welshman.





INTRODUCTION




There is no part of the Kingdom that, in proportion to its population, contributes more to the British Navy than Wales. Although we live in the mountains, our mountains are high enough for us to see the sea from almost any part of our little land, and there is the eternal fascination of the sea. It is with the greatest difficulty in the world that farmers can keep their sons from going to sea. They can see the steamers and the sailing ships passing to and fro, and there is for these men the eternal attraction of what is beyond the horizon.


David Lloyd George, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, 1916−22: debate on the closure of Pembroke and Rosyth Dockyards, House of Commons, 11 December 1925.1





Wales is a maritime nation. It may not seem so, to those at the heads of the valleys or in the market towns of rural Powys, but nowhere in Wales is more than about 30 miles from the sea or a navigable river and, even in early times, a Welshman in the very middle of his country could probably have reached the ocean’s edge rather more quickly than his contemporary at the equivalent point of England, Scotland or Ireland. In that sense Lloyd George, the ‘Welsh wizard’ (or, to some, the original ‘Welsh windbag’), was very nearly correct in his typically flamboyant comments. True, Wales generally has relatively short rivers, few of them navigable for any distance. But there were exceptions, bringing inland areas within reach of the sea. The country’s only true sea-loch, Milford Haven, once permitted shipping to reach Haverfordwest, deep in the heart of Pembrokeshire. The River Dee was navigable all the way to Chester; the Dyfi to Derwenlas, less than 2 miles from Machynlleth in Montgomeryshire; the Conwy to Llanrwst and the Mawddach almost to Dolgellau. Trefriw, just 5 miles or so from the heart of Snowdonia, was once the biggest inland port in Wales. Quite large ships sailed up the Tywi to Carmarthen until as recently as 1938 and up the Teifi to Cardigan until 1957. The Usk was navigable to Newbridge-on-Usk, the Wye to Brockweir easily, to Monmouth for barges, and even to Hereford in certain conditions;2 the maritime trade of tiny Llandogo, above Tintern, still gives its name to the city of Bristol’s most famous pub. Above all, there is the Severn, Afon Hafren, rising on the slopes of Plynlimon near Llanidloes. Although most of its navigable course flows in England, the hinterland of the Severn’s river ports – Lydney, Bewdley, Bridgnorth and the rest – extended deep into Wales, and the river itself was navigable as far as Welshpool, albeit with some difficulty. Thus the Severn gave Welshmen in even some of the remoter areas a highway by which they could escape to new worlds. When William Owen of Glensevern near Welshpool joined the navy in 1750, he rode to Shrewsbury, took a wherry to Worcester, then continued overland to join his first ship at Sheerness before embarking on a career that ultimately took him to the East Indies and finally to Canada, where he attempted to create a new Montgomeryshire on the shores of Passamaquoddy Bay, New Brunswick.3


For those in the littoral, then, the natural viewpoint for many centuries was to look outward, towards Somerset, Devon and Cornwall, Ireland, Ellan Vannin (the Isle of Man) and Scotland, with the sea acting as a unifier and a highway, not as a divider or barrier.4 Seaborne journeys were often much easier than those on the overland routes between the north and south of Wales, or into the upland moors of the interior – and indeed, the difficulties of land travel have continued to shape and bedevil much of the economy, politics and linguistics of Wales to this day. It is possible to catch a train from Swansea to England’s mightiest dockyard city, Portsmouth, about 170 miles away, and get there four and a half hours later; to get from Swansea to Pwllheli, in the same country and roughly the same distance away, takes up to eight and a half.5 Consequently, the Welsh have always used the sea. Welsh mariners even have their own patron saint, Cyric, and it is possible that the legend of ‘Davy Jones’ Locker’ had Welsh origins. But Welshmen’s seafaring exploits were never as substantial as those of their Cornish or Breton cousins. The legend that Madoc ap Owain, Prince of Gwynedd, discovered America in about 1170, has long been entirely disproved, although as recently as 1953 a memorial commemorating his ‘landing’ was erected on the shores of Mobile Bay by the Daughters of the American Revolution.6 Nevertheless, the first major westward voyage of exploration from Bristol, in 1480, was captained by a Thomas Lloyd, and Cabot’s historic voyage to the mouth of the St Lawrence in 1497 was skippered by another Welshman, Edward Griffiths; but there seems to be no foundation in the legend that America was named after Richard ap Meryke or Ameryk, a prominent Welsh merchant of Bristol.7 Perhaps more prosaic, but rather more significant, was the discovery in 2002 of the ‘Newport ship’, a large craft dating from the 1460s which seems to have traded between Wales and Portugal. Her discovery served as a timely reminder of the long history and profound importance of Welsh maritime trade.8


Many books and articles have been written about the ports and maritime heritage of Wales, and many more about the merchant crews and skippers who sailed trading craft in their own waters or much further afield.9 It has been suggested that in proportion to size of population, there were probably more Welshmen than Englishmen in the Merchant Navy during Queen Victoria’s reign, while in the first half of the twentieth century the Blue Funnel Line, based at Liverpool, employed so many Welshmen that it was nicknamed ‘the Welsh Navy’.10 In that sense, again, Lloyd George was undoubtedly right: in many of the non-industrialised areas of the country, like the Llŷn Peninsula from which he hailed, the Cardigan Bay coast and parts of Pembrokeshire, the sea was the only viable occupation for many men, both young and old. Many writers have also been drawn to the peculiar fact that relative to the size of the country, Wales produced a disproportionate number of ‘pirates of the Caribbean’, including three of the most famous – or infamous – of them all, Sir Henry Morgan, Howell Davis and ‘Black Bart’ Roberts. Yet the activities of those Welshmen who protected the merchant ships upon which their countrymen sailed, or who sought to end the depredations of the pirates (and Barbary Corsairs, Atlantic slave traders and so forth), have never been properly recounted.


Because Wales is a maritime nation, it follows that it has also always been a naval nation; or at least, one upon which naval warfare has always impacted. This, too, is simple fact. For example, few would deny that sea power was undoubtedly one of the most important factors that ended Welsh independence, first in the thirteenth and later in the fifteenth century. The Royal Navy has even shaped the geography of Wales: one town (Pembroke Dock) was created directly by and for it, another (Nelson in the Taff Bargoed Valley) was named after its greatest hero, and there was a Naval Colliery, actually a complex of four pits, at Penygraig in the Rhondda. Nearly every Welsh town had pubs called the Trafalgar or the Lord Nelson or the British Tar. Monuments to naval heroes constitute prominent landmarks from the Menai Strait and the Tywi Valley to Breidden Hill near Welshpool and the Kymin at Monmouth. But such indisputable facts seem to sit awkwardly with the recent history of the country. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century Wales became overwhelmingly a socialist nation – with both a small and a large ‘s’ – and, moreover, a nation that developed a powerful pacifist tradition.i The strong, undeniable military and naval traditions of Wales co-exist uncomfortably with all of this. Thus, at least some Welshmen felt deeply troubled in 1982 when – barely weeks after Wales had declared itself a ‘nuclear free zone’ – HMS Glamorgan flew the Ddraig Goch alongside her battle ensigns during the war against Argentina, whose armed forces included some of Welsh descent, the heirs of the one and only true Welsh colony.11


Acknowledging the fact that Wales has a long and proud naval history is certainly not a glorification of war. Nor does it condone decisions taken and policies followed in the past that are now deemed unacceptable to some modern sensibilities. Rather, it is an attempt to tell a story that has simply never been told in its entirety; indeed, much of it has never been told at all. Despite recent worthy attempts by academic historians to dispel Wales’ ‘amnesia’ about its military and imperial history,12 the neglect of the naval dimension has remained glaring. For example, an authoritative recent book entitled Wales and War contains precisely one mention of the Royal Navy, and that only in passing.13 Likewise, an otherwise deeply moving literary anthology on ‘Wales and War in the Twentieth Century’ contains not one poem about the navy – other than a brief section in a longer piece, and that entirely disparaging in tone.14 But then, arguably it was ever thus. In 1919 a book was published entitled Wales: Its Part in the War, but it contained not a single mention of the thousands of Welshmen who had served at sea.


This book is an attempt to redress the balance. It tells the story of those Welshmen (and, latterly, women) who served selflessly and courageously in naval forces, firstly of their own land, later those of the union with England and the United Kingdom, as well as in those of other lands, including Australia, Brazil, Chile, India, and above all, both the United and the Confederate States of America. It is the story of the Welsh contribution to the naval struggles against the Spanish Armada, Napoleon and Hitler, as well as those against General Galtieri and Saddam Hussein. It is the story of the ships that bore Welsh names, from the Dragon of 1512 to its original namesake HMS Dragon five centuries later, and of the Royal Naval Air Stations on Welsh soil. It is the story of the shore facilities in Wales that supported the Royal Navy, and of the thousands of civilians, men and women alike, who worked within them. Finally, it is the story of the part played by Welsh manpower, resources and enterprise in the achievement of British naval supremacy, which – for good or ill – largely shaped the destiny of the world for the best part of two centuries. Welshmen sailed with Drake, Blake and Nelson, as well as with Cook, Franklin and Scott. The strategy proposed by a Welsh naval officer possibly stopped Napoleon Bonaparte conquering Egypt, and perhaps India thereafter. The decisions taken by a Welshman largely determined the outcome of the Battle of Jutland, the single opportunity for a decisive naval victory during the First World War. The last invasion of mainland Britain occurred when French sea power briefly eluded the naval defence of the Welsh coast. Without Welsh-smelted copper, it is debatable whether Nelson would have won at Trafalgar; without Welsh-mined coal, it is arguable whether the Victorian Navy could ever have imposed the Pax Britannica.


That is the story told in this book.
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i    It is significant that Scotland has a National War Museum, whereas Wales does not – although it does have a Temple of Peace instead. (The possibility of adding a naval and military section to the National Museum of Wales was debated during the First World War, but was quietly dropped; while a National Museum of the Welsh Soldier opened only in 2010.) The outstanding National Waterfront Museum in Swansea has much on Welsh maritime history as a whole, but has little about naval history other than some Nelson memorabilia and a model of the Pembroke-built gunboat HMS Janus.





1


SEA OF MY FATHERS


TO 1485


The epitome of ancient Roman maritime technology was probably the trireme; that of early modern Spain, undoubtedly the galleon; that of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain, the mighty first-rate man-of-war. For good or ill, the epitome of Welsh maritime technology is the coracle. Despite its astonishing qualities, the coracle has always attracted scepticism or downright derision. In 1806, the Scottish traveller George Douglas of Tilquhillie described it thus: ‘They seem, to a stranger’s eye, most unsafe aquatic conveyances, and very unfit to contend with the angry waters of the vasty deep.’1 Yet the coracle, which probably predated the trireme, has long outlived it, the galleon, the first rate, and countless other much grander craft, and is still in use (just) on Welsh rivers in the twenty-first century. Its survival could be seen to parallel that of Wales itself, together with its ancient language; in the words of Dafydd Iwan’s famous song, ‘Er gwaetha pawb a phopeth, ry’n ni yma o hyd’ (‘Despite everything and everyone, we’re still here’).



Cambria Romana: The Roman Navy and Wales


Neither fleets of coracles nor the frenzied incantations of the druids massed on the shore could hope to defend Anglesey against the formidable amphibious assault that the Romans launched against the island in AD 60, seventeen years after the invasion of Britain by the Emperor Claudius. According to the historian Tacitus, General Suetonius Paulinus was determined to crush this notorious seat of rebellion and created a fleet of flat-bottomed boats to ferry his infantry across the Menai Strait and onto the island; the cavalry either forded or swam their horses across. The druids were slaughtered, their sacred groves were cut down, and the Roman Navy’s British fleet, the Classis Britannica, reigned supreme in the waters around what would eventually become Wales.2 Over time, the Romans created a sophisticated naval infrastructure in Welsh waters. There were probably squadrons operating from the Dee, based at Chester, and in the Bristol Channel; local legend has it that there was a Roman ‘dockyard’ at Porthkerry, near Barry, but the evidence for this appears to be slight.3 Nevertheless, the first forts built in Wales, at Usk, Chepstow and Cardiff, were all clearly sited with an eye to their maritime potential, both as possible naval bases and as locations that could easily be resupplied by sea. The same was also true of the new legionary fortress at Caerleon, begun in the mid-70s AD, of its northern counterpart at Chester, and of the strings of new forts along the coasts of Wales, such as Caerhun and Caernarfon in the north, Carmarthen, Loughor and Neath in the south, and Pennal in the west.4 In 2011, the remains of a huge Roman port were discovered at Caerleon; to date, the only one identified outside London, and indicative of the scale and significance of the maritime aspects of Caerleon’s legionary headquarters.


In later years, the Roman military and naval defences were reorganised to deal with changing threats and circumstances. In particular, attacks from tribes in continental Europe inspired the construction of the ‘Saxon shore forts’ in the east, probably with naval squadrons operating from them, and raids from Ireland and the Picts to the north led to enhancements to the defences of the Welsh coast, notably the construction of a large new fort at Cardiff shortly after AD 268, possible improvements at Neath and Loughor, and extensive refurbishment at Chester.5 During the fourth century, these attacks on the Irish Sea coast of Wales became an increasing problem for the Romans. A new fortified landing place was built at Holyhead, and this was supported by a signal tower, now known as Caer y Twr, on Holyhead Mountain.6 Geography and logic alike suggest that there was probably some sort of base for a Roman seaborne presence in Pembrokeshire, to plug the huge gap between Cardiff and Holyhead, but no evidence of it has yet been discovered.7 Watch towers were built elsewhere – there is some evidence of a line along the North Wales coast8 – but the loosening of Roman control over Britain, and the eventual withdrawal to the continent prior to the fall of the Western Empire in 410, meant that the tribes of Wales were effectively left to their own devices.9


Celts, Saxons and Vikings


Following the Roman withdrawal, a number of new kingdoms arose in the territory that would ultimately become Wales. These were based partly on the old tribal divisions, but they also reflected the abiding influence of Rome: Paternus, the last Roman governor of North Wales, has been identified by some as Padarn, the first King of Gwynedd and possibly the grandfather of the famous Cunedda.10 In c. 429 Gwynedd was invaded by a Pictish fleet which might have made its landfall in the Dee Estuary.11 There is little firm evidence to suggest that these early kingdoms possessed substantial fleets, although the Trioedd Ynys Prydein (Triads of the Island of Britain), the tantalising mixture of myth and history set down in manuscript form in the Middle Ages, makes some intriguing but unverifiable claims:




The three admirals of the island of Britain: Geraint son of Erbin; Gwenwynwyn son of Naf, and March son of Meirchion, and under each of these admirals six score ships, and six score mariners in each ship … the three roving navies of the island of Britain: the navy of Llawr son of Eiryf, the navy of Divyg son of Alban, and the navy of Dolor son of Mwrthach, King of the Isle of Man.12





It has been suggested that sixth-century Meirionydd had its own naval force, and that in 566–67 its king Gwyddno used this fleet to overrun Gwynedd and Anglesey.13 By then, and despite the best efforts of the shadowy King Arthur, the Britons in the main part of the island were being driven back by the invaders who would eventually rename the lost territories England. There were even some early attacks on the new western heartland of the dispossessed Britons. According to the Venerable Bede, Edwin, King of Northumbria (616-33) conquered Anglesey and the Isle of Man, suggesting that he must have possessed considerable naval resources.14


The Anglo-Saxon advance ultimately drove wedges between the Welsh kingdoms and their surviving Celtic cousins, the Cornish to the south and the men of yr Hen Ogledd, the ‘Old North’ of the Welsh chronicles; for many centuries their lands in southern Scotland formed the true ‘North Wales’, the border of which was the great rock of Clach nam Breatann overlooking the northernmost shore of Loch Lomond. Direct contact between these surviving British/Celtic kingdoms must have been undertaken principally by sea, but there is relatively little evidence of naval activity in the Irish Sea throughout the half-millennium known misleadingly as ‘the Dark Ages’. However, there is ample evidence to show that a vibrant and deeply interconnected culture developed around the Irish Sea littoral in the centuries after the Romans left: there were strong trading links and deeply-rooted religious connections, exemplified by active missionary work across the waters. There were also strong political and dynastic ties. The south-western kingdom of Dyfed even had an Irish dynasty for some centuries from the fifth century onwards; but in turn, the Isle of Man had a Welsh dynasty from the fifth century to the eighth.15 The petty monarchs of Wales, Ireland, Man and southern Scotland formed alliances, intermarried, and, if they were overthrown, readily found refuge and allies in neighbouring realms, which might then provide the springboards for attempts to regain their thrones – attempts that invariably had to be made by sea.16


During the ninth century a new, powerful and deeply disruptive element was added to the already complex geopolitics of the Irish Sea. The first recorded major raid by ‘Vikings’ – specifically, Norwegians or Norsemen – took place at Lindisfarne in 793. Within a few years, the longships were active on the western seaboard of Great Britain and penetrating into the Irish Sea. By 841, the Vikings had established their own kingdom in Dublin and also had a kingdom of the Isles in the Hebrides, both obvious springboards for raids on the Welsh coast. The first serious attacks (or at least, the first recorded ones) began in about 850; a substantial assault on Anglesey in 855 or 856 was repelled by Rhodri Mawr, King of Gwynedd. In 870 Dumbarton, capital of the ‘Welsh’ kingdom of Strathclyde, was captured by a fleet of Norse longships, and during the years that followed, many exiles from yr Hen Ogledd seem to have made their way to Gwynedd. A Viking fleet operating against Alfred the Great wintered in Milford Haven in 876–77 (its leader, Hubba, gave his name to the village of Hubberston), and in 914 another group of invaders who had been expelled from Wessex sought refuge on Flat Holm. By the end of the ninth century, the Vikings had a permanent foothold in Wales; archaeology has revealed significant remains of a Viking settlement at Llanbedrgoch on Anglesey, while there were probably also settlements on the shores of Milford Haven and on the Gower (hence ‘Sweyn’s Ey’, Swansea), all of which were probably concerned principally with trade.17 But elsewhere, the attacks continued. In 918, Anglesey was ravaged by ‘the folk of Dublin’.18 There were a few decades of relative peace before large-scale attacks were launched against Anglesey again in 954, Holyhead and Llŷn in 961–62, Tywyn and Aberffraw in 963, Anglesey yet again in 968, 971 and 987, St David’s and Dyfed in 982, the entire coast from Cardiganshire round to Morgannwg in 988, and on St David’s again in 992 and 999.19


The Welsh kings were also facing an ominously powerful new neighbour on their eastern land frontiers. By 930, England had been unified, presenting both a potential threat and an attractive opportunity to the native rulers. Hywel Dda, who had recently united Dyfed and Seisyllwg in the south-west into the new kingdom of Deheubarth, paid homage to King Athelstan and in return received the protection of regular cruises by English fleets in the Irish Sea, which kept the coasts of Deheubarth largely free of Norse raids until Hywel’s death in 950; it is perhaps no coincidence that his reign, a reign sustained by naval power, is still remembered as one of the most important in Welsh history, a time when just laws were promulgated during an almost unprecedented era of peace.20 Accepting the overlordship of England might thus have involved some diminution of sovereignty, but arguably the rewards were worth it. This probably explains the extraordinary scene that was played out at Chester in 973. According to some sources, in that year the English King Edgar took a great fleet on a circumnavigation of ‘Britain’ (possibly the entire island, but more likely just Wales), summoned eight kings to Chester and had them row him upon the Dee as a symbol of his imperial overlordship.21 Edgar is widely regarded as the ‘founder of the Royal Navy’, establishing three standing fleets in different parts of his kingdom. The remarkable ceremony at Chester has caused much argument among historians, but it has recently been suggested that from the Welsh point of view, the submission was both a necessary way of recruiting powerful English naval support in response to the recent Norse depredations and a means of bolstering the authority of the weak incumbents of the north Welsh thrones against their many rivals.22 From the English point of view, of course, it was a vivid demonstration of the imperial pretensions of the monarchs of the newly united kingdom and would ultimately provide the historical justification for the rather more aggressive claims to overlordship made by later kings, notably Edward I.23 In either event, the huge fleet that Edgar had in the Dee while the ceremony took place constituted both a promise and a threat for the Welsh kings: paying homage to Edgar might place their coasts under its protection; resistance to the English king might see it unleashed against them.


The Welsh Kingdoms, c. 1000–c. 1200


The Vikings or Northmen were not simply a destructive influence; they could also be potential allies for the Welsh kings and their rivals, who usually preferred to hire fleets from Ireland rather than maintain substantial navies of their own. Inevitably, these naval concerns were particularly important for the two principal maritime kingdoms, Gwynedd in the north-west and Deheubarth in the south-west. For example, in 980 Cystennin ap Iago, King of Gwynedd, recruited Viking support against the pretender Hywel ap Ieauf, devastating Anglesey and Llŷn before Hywel defeated them in battle. Similarly after Hywel ap Edwin, King of Deheubarth, was driven into exile by Gruffydd ap Llywelyn, King of Gwynedd, he returned in 1044 with a fleet of Dublin Vikings. In a naval battle at the mouth of the Tywi, Hywel’s fleet was decisively defeated by that of Gruffydd.24 In 1049 Hywel’s successor as King of Deheubarth, Gruffydd ap Rhydderch, joined forces with a fleet of thirty-six Norse-Irish war vessels which sailed up the River Usk, attacking the lands of the King of Morgannwg before turning their attention to England, destroying an army of levies from Herefordshire and Gloucestershire.25


Gruffydd ap Llewelyn was involved in many other naval campaigns during his long reign in Gwynedd, and seems to have been a rarity among the Welsh kings in building up a significant fleet of his own, based at Rhuddlan and (perhaps) also at Portskewett in the south.26 His development of such a force might have been a consequence of his experiences in the first half of his reign, when he faced a succession of threats from enemies who could call upon Irish naval power. A more serious threat than that of Hywel ap Edwin was posed by Cynan ap Iago, heir of Gruffydd’s predecessor as King of Gwynedd, who recruited Irish/Norse fleets to assist him in regaining what he regarded as his rightful throne: in about 1040, he led a Dublin fleet and briefly captured Gruffydd before being forced to retreat, while in 1052 another attempt by Cynan to bring a fleet from Dublin against Gwynedd was thwarted by a storm which dispersed the ships.27 In 1055, Gruffydd ap Llywelyn allied with Aelfgar, the exiled Earl of Mercia, and the two used a fleet of eighteen vessels brought from Dublin for a campaign against the English that culminated in the plundering of Hereford.28 Three years later, Gruffydd and Aelfgar joined forces with Magnus Haraldsson, heir to the Norwegian throne, who assembled a fleet from the Hebrides, Orkney and Dublin for an invasion of England to reinstate Aelfgar. This is a particularly obscure episode; virtually nothing is known of the campaign other than the outcome, which was the restoration of Aelfgar to his earldom.29 But Gruffydd’s ambitious interventions in English affairs made him a powerful enemy, namely Harold Godwinson, Earl of Wessex (the future King Harold), who attempted to seize the Welsh king in his llys (palace) of Rhuddlan. Gruffydd managed to escape in one of his ships, but in the following May, 1063, Harold sailed a fleet around Wales while his brother Tostig attacked overland, a campaign that culminated in the death of Gruffydd, the destruction of his fleet, and the presentation of the prow of his ship as a trophy to King Edward the Confessor.30 Gruffydd ap Llywelyn was perhaps the most naval-minded of all the early Welsh rulers, but ultimately it was superior English naval power that brought about his downfall.


At first, the Norman conquest of England in 1066 seemed to make relatively little difference to the Welsh kings, who continued their traditions of murderous petty feuding aided and abetted by mercenary war fleets. In 1075, a dynastic quarrel saw Gruffydd, son of Cynan ap Iago and claimant to the throne of Gwynedd, recruit a fleet of Dublin Norse, together with some Normans from Rhuddlan, and land at Abermenai. After initial success he was defeated near Clynnog Fawr and forced to retreat, sailing first to the Skerries and then to Wexford. Gruffydd, who had a Dublin Norse mother, was particularly keen to call on the assistance of Viking fleets. He did so again in 1076 or 1077, making another landing at Abermenai, and in 1081 he invaded once more with a fleet of Irish and Dublin Norse, this time landing near St David’s. There he joined forces with Rhys ap Tewdwr, the recently deposed King of Deheubarth; their armies went on to victory in the Battle of Mynydd Carn, about a day’s march from the cathedral city.31 In 1087, Gruffydd went to Orkney, recruited a fleet of twenty-four ships and sailed into the Bristol Channel, devastating the church of Saint Gwynllyw (now Newport Cathedral). When Gruffydd’s erstwhile ally Rhys ap Tewdwr was deposed in the following year he, too, went over to Ireland, assembled a fleet and returned, regaining his throne and giving an ‘immense treasure’ to the Irish and Scots seamen who had assisted him.32 Brought up in Dublin and imbued with Viking attitudes (to the extent that his lifestyle was regarded as Norse, not Welsh), Gruffydd ap Cynan clearly had a particularly keen understanding of the potential of the longships, but this probably explains why he preferred to rely on them rather than following the example of his hated predecessor, Gruffydd ap Llywelyn – the man who had denied his father the throne of Gwynedd – in continuing and developing a tradition of native Welsh naval power. After Gruffydd’s death in 1137, his sons followed their father’s example in calling upon Norse Irish fleets to aid them in campaigns against the Normans and each other. Fatally, then, Gwynedd’s policy continued to be based on the assumption that there would always be friendly naval forces somewhere in the western seas that could be called upon to come to the kingdom’s aid.


Meanwhile, the customary Viking raids on the Welsh coast continued as before. Bangor was attacked in 1073, St David’s in 1073, 1080 and 1091. But the Normans, too, were soon showing a serious interest in Wales: William the Conqueror’s pilgrimage to St David’s in the same year as the Battle of Mynydd Carn was probably undertaken as much for reconnaissance as reverence. In 1098, Hugh the Proud, Earl of Chester, and Hugh the Stout, Earl of Shrewsbury, launched a massive invasion of the north. Gruffydd ap Cynan retreated to Anglesey and, adopting his familiar strategy, awaited the arrival of a relief fleet from Ireland. This duly appeared, but promptly accepted the significantly larger bribe offered by the Normans and defected. Gwynedd seemed to lie at the enemy’s mercy, but fortuitously at that moment a fleet commanded by Magnus Bareleg, King of Norway, appeared off Anglesey. The Normans foolishly attacked it, Magnus retaliated, and Hugh the Stout was killed in a sea battle in ‘Anglesey Sound’, after which the Normans retreated.33 Norse fleets remained active in the Irish Sea, and raids on the Welsh coast continued intermittently, until the middle of the twelfth century. Thus it is likely that the Norman castles which were built in the early 1100s to guard every river mouth in South Wales (Ogmore, Kidwelly, Laugharne and the rest) were originally conceived just as much to defend against Norse seaborne depredations as attacks by the native Welsh.



The Conquest


The Norman annexation of South Wales was a gradual process taking more than a century and a half. It was arguably more a slow absorption than a conquest, and was by no means a story of steady and inevitable Norman triumph: the tremendous onslaught of 1093 which came close to obliterating the Welsh kingdoms entirely was followed by a marked native revival in the second third of the twelfth century, which saw large areas wrested back from Norman control.34 Nevertheless, the old, vulnerable eastern kingdoms of Brycheiniog and Morgannwg disappeared (in about 1070 and 1090, respectively), and even mighty Deheubarth in the south-west lost much of its coastal land, particularly in what had been Dyfed and which ultimately became Pembrokeshire. Sea power played relatively little part in all of this and, indeed, at sea the Normans were much weaker than their Saxon predecessors had been.35 But there were exceptions, and some surprising reverses for the newcomers. In 1157, Henry II’s fleet sailed from Pembroke and attacked Anglesey, but it was repelled off Tal-y-Foel by the forces of Owain Gwynedd (king from 1137–70). Henry attacked Wales again in 1165, hiring a fleet from Dublin, shipping supplies up the Severn to Shrewsbury and sending ships to relieve beleaguered castles like Neath, but once again poor organisation and strategy culminated in English defeat.36 Meanwhile, some of the Norman Marcher lords were beginning to behave in very much the same way as Welsh kings had always done. In 1102, for example, Arnulf de Montgomery of Pembroke rebelled against Henry I and formed an alliance with the Irish king Muirchertach O’Brian, who commanded the fleets of Dublin and Waterford.37 William Marshall, Earl of Pembroke, again recruited an Irish fleet for an attack on his Welsh neighbours in 1223.38


Pembrokeshire, remote from England, dependent chiefly on the sea and thus in some ways a semi-independent world of its own – the ‘Little England Beyond Wales’ that survives to this day – also provided the English with a springboard for an ambitious naval expedition against a foreign land, albeit one that would ultimately have far more abiding and disastrous consequences even than the conquest of Wales. In 1171, King Henry II came to Milford to lead an expedition into Ireland, only two years after the first Norman intervention in the country. Henry’s landing at Waterford was the first occasion when an English king set foot on Irish soil, and was effectively the beginning of the English crown’s long and fateful involvement in Irish affairs. Before embarking, Henry had met with the ‘Lord Rhys’, ruler of Deheubarth, at Newnham on the Severn and then again at Pembroke to agree a detente which was probably intended to protect the flank of the English expedition as it made its way to Milford to embark.39 Henry’s expedition marked the beginning of Milford’s long history as one of the principal ports of assembly for English fleets transporting armies into Ireland. His son John sailed from there with armies in 1185 and, as king, in 1210; further royal expeditions from Milford to Ireland took place under Richard II in 1394 and 1399.


Meanwhile, Gwynedd established its hegemony over the remaining native kingdoms of Wales. Owain ap Gruffydd, known as Owain Gwynedd, the son of Gruffydd ap Cynan and king from 1137–70, took advantage of the relative weakness of Powys and Deheubarth at his accession to make himself the unchallenged principal Welsh ruler. On his death, that mantle passed to Rhys of Deheubarth, but in the early years of the thirteenth century Llywelyn ap Iorwerth, ‘the Great’, re-established the pre-eminence of Gwynedd, a primacy that was retained under his son Dafydd (reigned 1240–46) and grandson Llywelyn, ‘the Last’ (reigned 1246–82). By the mid-thirteenth century, though, Wales faced a new and perilous strategic situation at sea. The Irish and the Dublin Norse were no longer the forces they had been – the kingdom of Dublin had been eradicated by the Normans in 1171 – and the decisive defeat of the Norwegians by Alexander III, King of Scots, at Largs in 1263, followed by their expulsion from Man and the Hebrides, meant that the Welsh rulers could no longer hope to recruit friendly fleets to defend them against the English.40 Without the shield of their traditional naval allies, the Welsh coastline’s vulnerability to blockade was all too apparent. An early foretaste came in 1212 when King John sent twenty galleys to harry the Welsh coast, a powerful statement of intent directed against his son-in-law Llywelyn of Gwynedd, who had joined a rebellion against him.41 If they wished and could afford to concentrate their resources, the English could operate ships from the south-western peninsula, Chester, Lancashire and Ireland, effectively surrounding Wales and potentially throttling every harbour in the country. In that sense, the apparent triumph of Llywelyn of Gwynedd in the Treaty of Montgomery (1267), when he was recognised by the English king as ‘Prince of Wales’,i was always illusory; the failure to build up a Welsh naval tradition, and the over-reliance on allies who no longer existed or cared, meant that conquest was only a matter of time. Even so, it took the English some time to realise the strength of their position. In 1277, Edward I deployed a substantial fleet of twenty-seven large ships based at Chester, most of them drawn from the Cinque Ports of south-east England, and used them to seize Anglesey, thus depriving Llywelyn and Gwynedd of the vital grain harvest. During the final English onslaught in 1282, an even larger fleet was used to seize Anglesey, but an attempt to attack across a pontoon bridge on the Menai Strait ended in disaster and one of the last Welsh victories before the death of Llywelyn at Cilmeri, the final defeat of his brother Dafydd in the following spring, and the obliteration of Welsh independence.42


The majority of the huge new castles with which Edward ringed and intimidated the conquered Welsh heartland reflected the realities of sea power. Aberystwyth, Flint, Conwy and Caernarfon occupied coastal sites and could be readily resupplied from the sea. Harlech was given an astonishing fortified stairway, the ‘way from the sea’, which descended the cliff to the shoreline, whose benefit was proved during the Wars of the Roses when the castle withstood a seven-year siege (1461–68), the longest in British history and the inspiration for the battle hymn ‘Men of Harlech’. Rhuddlan received a purpose-built dock, and the River Clwyd was canalised for 2 miles to allow seagoing vessels direct access to and from it. Finally, Beaumaris, begun in the aftermath of the great Welsh revolt of 1294, was given both a site that dominated the eastern entrance to the Menai Strait and a sophisticated dock immediately adjacent to the gatehouse. On the other hand, the castles might have looked impressive (as they still do), but in many respects they were largely useless – in isolated locations that did not actually control the surrounding territory at all. This was demonstrated during the revolt of 1294, when naval forces far larger than those deployed in 1277 and 1282 had to be diverted from Gascony ‘to save the king’s white elephants from slaughter; the entire overseas empire was put at risk to preserve garrisons of 26 men in Harlech and 30 in Criccieth’. 43 It was also demonstrated by the subsequent history of Harlech. The reason why it was the last of Owain Glyndŵr’s fortresses to fall, why the siege of the 1460s lasted so long, and why it was the last fortress in England and Wales to hold out for King Charles I in the first civil war of the 1640s, was that there was simply no point in wasting men, money, weapons and ships in attempting to take a fortress that looked spectacular but which served no strategic purpose whatsoever.


The Last Wars of Independence


Welsh mariners have always been independent-minded; some might even say obstreperous. Early evidence of this came in 1336 when some of them refused to serve the English crown, which had commandeered their ships for service against the Scots and French, unless they were paid in advance for the entire summer’s service. This event, which has been described as ‘the earliest known withdrawal of labour in the principality, if not Britain’, probably centred on ships requisitioned at Beaumaris and Conwy. It led to an effective capitulation by King Edward III, whose evident desperation to get the Welsh ships into action against the Scots overrode any concerns about the creation of a dangerous precedent.44 Indeed, the crown genuinely feared that Wales was in imminent danger of invasion from the forces of the Scottish King David II. In the previous year, 1335, Owen de Montgomery and Philip de Clanvowe were appointed to organise the defence of the south, the former dealing with preparations on land and the latter with those at sea. Clanvowe requisitioned eight ships for coastal defence, two each from Carmarthen, Swansea, Tenby and Haverfordwest, converting them for naval warfare. The Nicholas and Blithe, the ships at Swansea, were taken up for ninety-six days, the masters receiving 6d a day and the sailors 3d; but they never actually left harbour, and the threat of invasion rapidly receded. Nevertheless, Welsh ships were taken up in a similar way at regular intervals during the English crown’s interminable wars during the fourteenth century.45 Naval raids on the Welsh coast continued, too: in 1346, four Genoese galleys full of ‘Saracens’ (Turks) were harrying the coastline of North Wales, having been hired by King Philip VI of France. Such attacks were barely distinguishable from the frequent depredations of pirates of many nationalities that were endemic during the Middle Ages.46 The responses to these depredations included the lighting of beacons along the coast and a strategy that foreshadowed the naval policies of six centuries later – the organising of merchant vessels into convoys accompanied by armed escorts.47


By now the Welsh had a formidable military reputation, albeit one founded on extreme and random violence which horrified both chroniclers like Froissart and even some of their own commanders.48 Many thousands served the English crown during its Scottish campaigns and the ‘Hundred Years’ War’ against France, and in an age when the dividing line between land and sea warfare was still somewhat blurred, a significant number served during what we would now define as naval operations. During the 1360s, one of them became convinced that he was destined to be none other than Wales’ national deliverer as foretold in bardic prophecy. Owain ap Thomas ap Rhodri, by-named Owain Lawgoch, was grand-nephew in the male line to Llywelyn the Last, and thus the sole surviving direct heir of the royal house of Gwynedd. He defected to the French, whose king, Charles V, accepted his pretensions and gave him a fleet and an army which set out from Harfleur for Wales in December 1369, only to be dispersed by winter storms. He launched another invasion attempt from France in 1372, but the expedition succeeded only in ransacking Guernsey before being diverted by the French to attack La Rochelle, then in English hands.49 Owain subsequently served the French on land, his ambitions of returning to Wales as a liberating prince increasingly remote, until he was assassinated by an English spy in 1378.


The next, and rather more successful, candidate for the role of Welsh national redeemer was the gentleman of Glyndyfrdwy, now in Denbighshire, who on 16 September 1400 was proclaimed Prince of Wales by a small circle of his friends and countrymen. Owain Glyndŵr, a descendant of the old kings of Powys, had served the English crown in war and had participated in naval warfare, taking part in the Battle of Cadzand off the Dutch coast in 1387. He seems to have had a clear understanding of the importance of sea power to the prospects of Welsh survival, and took steps to neutralise the overwhelming English advantage at sea that had proved fatal during the previous wars of independence. Above all, Glyndŵr reverted to the practice of the earlier kings of Gwynedd by seeking to secure powerful naval assistance from foreign powers. In 1401, Scottish ships appeared in the Menai Strait and helped the rebels to seize Conwy. The Scots briefly took Bardsey, although one of their ships was chased all the way to Milford.50 In October 1403, French ships under the ‘pirate’ Jean d’Espagne were off Kidwelly, and they continued to operate in Welsh waters until April 1404. In July of the same year Owain concluded a formal alliance with King Charles VI. More French ships duly appeared in the Irish Sea, and the results were momentous. The English depended heavily on their ability to resupply their garrisons by sea, the northern castles from Chester, the southern ones from Bristol, with some reliance also on the sea routes from Ireland.51 Criccieth Castle, which had survived a Welsh siege in 1294 because it could be resupplied by sea, fell to Glyndŵr in 1404 precisely because its supply lines were now cut off. It was followed in short order by Aberystwyth and the mightiest white elephant of them all, Harlech, which became the jewel in the crown of the Glyndŵr rebellion and the seat of the prince’s court. In August 1405, a large French fleet of some 120 ships under Jean de Rieux arrived in Milford Haven from Brest, bringing 2,600 soldiers to support Glyndŵr’s army. The Franco-Welsh host took Carmarthen and then invaded England, ultimately confronting Henry IV’s army at Woodbury Hill in Worcestershire, while Rieux’s ships blockaded Tenby and sailed up the Severn to support the army.52 But a land battle never took place, and the English king fought back. A fleet was assembled from the Cinque Ports and placed under the command of Lord Berkeley, who brought it into the Bristol Channel. Fifteen French ships were destroyed and others fled; it was only with difficulty that the French mustered enough vessels to evacuate their army in 1406.53


The assistance of the French fleet was crucial to Glyndŵr’s hopes, but the Welsh also took their own initiatives in naval warfare. In 1403, Henry Don, Glyndŵr’s swashbuckling lieutenant in south-east Carmarthenshire, captured a Llansteffan merchant’s ship at Carmarthen.54 But the principal effort to create a native Welsh naval force seems to have been due to the somewhat unlikely figure of David Perrot, an elderly merchant of Tenby, treasurer-chancellor of the county of Pembroke and a man only recently entrusted by the crown with provisioning its Welsh castles by sea. Moreover, Perrot was the grandson of an Englishman and seems to have moved almost exclusively in Anglicised circles, yet he threw in his lot with the cause of Welsh independence. But Perrot seems to have been a loyalist of the deposed King Richard II (whom Glyndŵr had also served loyally) and might have helped to arrange the king’s Irish expedition from Milford in 1399, so it is possible that his revolt was caused more by dislike of the new usurping regime of Henry IV than any great patriotic sentiment on Perrot’s part. He went over to Glyndŵr in the spring of 1403, and within a year he was preparing ships to take on the English at sea. It is somewhat unclear where he operated them from, as his native Tenby, along with Haverfordwest and Pembroke, remained in English hands throughout, but Milford Haven was probably large enough to shelter a rebel fleet well away from the beleaguered English garrisons.55 Perrot’s ‘fleet’ can only have operated for a very short period of time, and there seems to be no record of its successes or failures (if any), but it probably has some claim to be the only true ‘Welsh navy’ in the country’s history.56


Y Mab Darogan


Just before sunset on 7 August 1485, a fleet of ships entered Milford Haven. The vessels made their landfall on the north side of the great waterway, between Dale and St Ann’s Head. The leader of the expedition came ashore at Mill Bay, a narrow defile between the cliffs. Behind him came some four to five thousand men, mostly French (or, to be precise, mostly French jailbirds) leavened with a thousand or so Scots and some four hundred English exiles. It was quite clearly a foreign army intent upon conquest, but it was a mightily unconvincing one: a contemporary claimed that it would have been difficult to find a more unimpressive coterie,57 and it had before it the unfortunate precedent of Jean de Rieux’s calamitous defeat in the same waterway eighty years earlier. Nevertheless, the invading army’s leader, Henry Tudor, Earl of Richmond – an obscure Lancastrian claimant with a virtually non-existent claim to the throne, but who had still audaciously proclaimed himself the rightful King Henry VII of England – is said to have knelt down, sung the forty-third psalm and kissed the soil of his native land.58 For by landing in Milford Haven, Henry was literally coming home. He had been born in Pembroke Castle twenty-eight years earlier; moreover, he was the heir of the ap Tudurs who had fought for Glyndŵr, and many Welshmen perceived him to be y mab darogan, the son of destiny foretold by the bards. They were useful cards to play as Henry marched through Wales under his red dragon standard, gradually recruiting supporters among his countrymen, invading England, and ultimately winning an unlikely victory over King Richard III at Bosworth in Leicestershire. The English had once imposed a Prince of Wales upon the reluctant Welsh, but now it seemed as though the Welsh had turned the tables in the most spectacular fashion imaginable by placing a Welshman upon the throne of England. As if to emphasise the point, the red dragon now took its place opposite the lion as a supporter of the new Tudor dynasty’s royal coat of arms.
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i    In Wales, ‘prince’ – principal ruler – was seen as a higher title than ‘king’, the latter having been devalued by the proliferation of petty ‘kings’ throughout the country.
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‘FROM THE WELSH, GOOD LORD, DELIVER ME’


1485−C. 1688


The very notion of a ‘British Empire’ defended by a powerful Royal Navy is seen by some as a malevolent phenomenon that emerged gradually between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, and many in Wales have comforted themselves by regarding it as an alien, primarily English, creation that was essentially inimical to Welsh traditions and aspirations: in other words, nothing to do with us.


Not so. The term ‘British Empire’ was coined at a precise moment in time, a six-day period in August 1576, by one man: a Welshman. Moreover, he was a Welsh wizard, too, or at least a mystic, astrologer, mathematician and alchemist. Sitting in his library at Mortlake, surrounded by books and manuscripts appropriated from dissolved monasteries, John Dee, London-born scion of a Radnorshire family named Ddu and a descendant of Rhodri Mawr (or so he claimed), produced in those six summer days a work entitled the ‘Pety Navy Royall, devoted to the Brytish monarchie and its Incomparable Islandish Empire’.1 In 1578, Dee wrote a further manuscript entitled Brytannici Imperij Limites (The Limits of the British Empire). These works advocated a strong permanent navy as the means by which Elizabethan England could acquire territories around the world; or rather reacquire them, for Dee attempted to convince his readers that this would be merely the re-creation of the great empire once established by King Arthur and Prince Madoc. Dee might have been something of a charlatan, but there can be no doubt that his idea of a British Empire guarded by an invincible fleet drew heavily upon Welsh tradition and culture as he understood (or invented) it. In turn, he directly inspired many of the great seafarers of the age, notably Raleigh, Frobisher, Hakluyt and John Davis, and although his projects were far beyond the resources of the Elizabethan state, his thinking contributed greatly to the development of an early ‘imperialist’ mentality.2


Officers and Men [I]


One of the first Welshmen to command at sea in the Tudor period was Sir Matthew Cradock of Swansea, a prominent royal official and merchant. In 1483, he was commanding a ‘ship of war’ for King Richard III, albeit using it for a piratical attack on a Breton vessel lying off Ilfracombe, and thirty years later the ship he had named after himself, the Matthew Cradock (one of several that he owned) was taken up for service during Henry VIII’s first French war.3 In 1543, the veteran soldier Rice Mansell of Oxwich was the king’s vice-admiral in the west, and in July of that year he commanded six ships which encountered eleven French vessels in the narrow seas, capturing one of them.4 There were probably Welshmen in the crew of Henry’s famous warship, the Mary Rose, when she sank in the Solent in 1545. At the time of writing (October 2012), a detailed scientific examination was being carried out at Swansea University on the remains of archers found in the wreck; the formidable reputation that Welsh archers had acquired during such battles as Crecy and Agincourt makes it a reasonable assumption that at least some of those aboard the Mary Rose were from the Principality.


When the Spanish Armada set sail in 1588, intent upon deposing the granddaughter of Henry Tudor, Welshmen formed part of the resistance. There is a persistent tradition (albeit one doubted by modern historians) that Piers Griffith of Penrhyn commanded a ship from Beaumaris that joined Drake’s fleet at Plymouth, where the great Devon seaman entertained him and commended his loyalty and spirit.5 The vice-admiral, Sir William Wynter, was Brecon-born and descended from a family that had been established in the county for centuries, although his more immediate antecedents were in Bristol. By 1588 he was already an old man, but he set out against the Armada in the Vanguard (two of his sons joined him in the campaign) and may well have been the man who proposed the fireship assault on the Spanish fleet as it lay at Calais.6 But there were Welshmen on the other side of the Armada campaign, too, and one of them achieved a belated celebrity status in Victorian England. This was David Gwyn, reputedly a galley slave aboard the great Vasana (or, to be accurate, Bazana). When, in 1860, the American historian J.L. Motley published his book The United Netherlands, which swiftly became an international bestseller, he included a dramatic account of how the Vasana encountered a terrible storm in the Bay of Biscay and witnessed the sinking of one of her consorts, the Diana. The captain, knowing Gwyn’s reputation as a seaman, asked him to save the vessel, which he proceeded to do; but on a pre-arranged signal, his fellow slaves then rose up, produced weapons that they had made in secret from slivers of wood and so forth, killed the soldiers and took over the galley. Realising that something was badly wrong with the Vasana, one of her consorts attacked her, but Gwyn and his allies promptly boarded and captured this other galley. He then steered the two vessels to Bayonne, thus depriving the great Armada of their services in the battle to come.


The story was taken up by Sir Lewis Morris of Carmarthen, a poet regarded in his own time as second only to Tennyson and who would almost certainly have become Poet Laureate but for Queen Victoria’s disapproval of the fact that he was not actually married to the mother of his three children. In 1887, Morris penned a poem entitled ‘David Gwyn’, one of his ‘Songs of Britain’, which concluded by presenting its hero as nothing less than the saviour of his country (on the basis that the galleys might have tipped the scales in favour of the Armada). Unfortunately, the dramatic story was nothing more than a wilful fabrication on Gwyn’s part. He was aboard the Diana, not the Vasana; she did not sink in the open sea but reached Bayonne, only to run aground in the harbour approaches; and there was certainly no slave mutiny. Far from organising a heroic takeover of the galley (a story which begs such obvious questions as why the slaves were unchained and how they managed to fashion so many weapons without being noticed), Gwyn and some others sneaked away overland and somehow managed to get back to England. He was then sent to Ireland to interrogate prisoners from the Armada ships wrecked on that coast, but was soon expelled as ‘a liar, a thief, and a lewd person’. Gwyn made his way to the Netherlands and there probably started to spin the increasingly tall tales that eventually found their way into Dutch sources, then to Motley, and so eventually to Morris, who was comprehensively fooled.7


The iconic status of the Spanish Armada often clouds popular perceptions of a war which still had sixteen long and often desperately unsuccessful years to run. The naval campaigns of the period 1588–1604 frequently involved combinations of the monarch’s ships and those set out by private individuals; sometimes the latter embarked on more or less illegal expeditions on their own account. With the boundaries between state naval enterprise, privateering and downright piracy still somewhat blurred, the opportunities for enterprising ‘sea dogs’, including Welsh ones, were legion. Regardless of whether he did or did not take part in the Armada campaign, by 1600 Piers Griffith of Penrhyn was regarded as a ‘notable pirate’, bringing a rich Spanish prize laden with oil, silk and olives into Abercegin near Bangor. His subsequent depredations were indiscriminate enough to lead to his arrest and the confiscation of his lands.8 Richard Nash, a Carmarthen merchant and possible ancestor of ‘Beau’ Nash, commanded a ship during Drake’s disastrous expedition to Portugal in 1589.9 William Myddelton of Llansannan embarked on a privateering career in the same year, and captured several exceptionally lucrative prizes; it was said that the cargo purloined from one of them enabled Myddelton and another Welsh privateer, Thomas Prys, to be the first men to smoke tobacco publicly in London. At much the same time, Myddelton was writing substantial amounts of Welsh poetry. He completed a major book of metrical psalms at Escudo de Veragua, Panama, in 1596 while accompanying Drake and Hawkins on their fateful Caribbean expedition, but died shortly afterwards.10


The early Stuart period was the golden age of the Welsh naval officer: the Principality produced a stellar succession of bold and successful captains. Unfortunately, they flourished during a period that is unanimously regarded as one of the most mediocre and unsuccessful in the whole of British naval history, and as a result, the names of some of Wales’ finest seamen are now largely forgotten. Robert Mansell, one of the greatest of them all, was a younger son of Sir Edward Mansell of Margam Abbey, Glamorgan.11 Mansell was related by marriage to Thomas, Lord Howard, a cousin of the Lord High Admiral who led the fleet against the Spanish Armada. In 1591, Howard commanded a privateering voyage to the Caribbean and gave a ship to the 20-year-old Mansell, who evidently found the experience to his liking. In 1596, he commanded a ship during the Earl of Essex’s expedition to Cadiz, being knighted by Essex for his part in the action, and in the following year he served as the earl’s flag captain. In 1601, Mansell was admiral in the western approaches, capturing six vessels laden with Portuguese goods, and in the following year he became Admiral of the Narrow Seas. In September 1602, his ships intercepted six Spanish galleys, driving them into the clutches of a waiting Dutch fleet, which destroyed them. The accession of James I seems to have encouraged Mansell to pursue political ambitions, and in 1604 he became both a gentleman of the Privy Chamber and Treasurer of the Navy, thus placing half the principal offices of the navy in the hands of Welshmen (Sir John Trevor of Trefalun and Plas Teg was the Surveyor). He became an MP, acquired the monopoly on glass production in 1615, and in 1618 was appointed Vice-Admiral of England, the honorary deputy to the Lord High Admiral. Mansell weathered charges of corruption against him and in 1620 was given command of an expedition against the Barbary Corsairs of Algiers, the first major British naval intervention in the Mediterranean. Mansell reached Algiers in November and succeeded in releasing a few of the prisoners, but sickness and shortage of victuals forced him to retire to Spain. He returned to Algiers in May and launched an attack on the harbour, but this achieved little and he was recalled to England soon afterwards. A substantial body of letters describing the Algiers expedition that Mansell wrote to his nephew, Henry Rice of Dynevor (Dinefwr), is held at the county record office in Carmarthen, and these tend to confirm the longstanding critical view of the early Stuart Navy. Mansell experienced endemic administrative incompetence and corruption, and always had to look over his shoulder in case hostile factions at court might be undermining him in his absence.12
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